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Essay 2: Production Notes for Eve Ensler’s The Vagina Monologues

The Vagina Monologues is an important play because it raises awareness about the hardships that women in the United States and other countries endure on a daily basis.  It also emphasizes common mentalities that need to be reconsidered.  For example, in The Vagina Monologues, Ensler refers to a seventy-two-year-old woman who had never had an orgasm.  In the monologue “The Flood,” this character states, “[My vagina] stopped being a thing that talked a long time ago.  It’s a place.  A place you don’t go” (30).  If the reader considers that this woman’s vagina refers to her sexuality, then she begins to understand the mentality of this woman’s generation.  Sex was not something that women talked about openly; in general, women were ashamed of anything that had to do with their vaginas.  Of even greater concern is that this attitude is still prevalent today.  Women have made great strides, particularly in the past thirty years; however, it is clear that much work still needs to be done when the word “vagina,” a clinical term, is considered obscene and the title of The Vagina Monologues is censored to “The Monologues” or “The V. Monologues” (Kranz par. 4).  
 
The mission of The Vagina Monologues is clear, raise awareness about how women are treated in society; however, to reach a skeptical audience, a director must be careful to address the damaging views that an audience member may have of the piece.  An example of such a view is seen in the statements of Vancouver critic, Kevin Michael Grace.  In commenting on The Vagina Monologues, Grace says, “Men do not have to pay $30 to $50 (plus service charge) to go downtown and be harangued about their stupidity, cruelty, inferiority and irrelevance; they can stay home and get this from television for free” (par. 2).  The emphasis of The Vagina Monologues should not be to blame men for the problems of women.  The emphasis should be to focus on each woman in the show and how her story fits into the greater context of society.  All men should not be portrayed as “bad.”  All women should not be presented as stereotypes.  


In directing this piece, an emphasis on the characters as individuals can be achieved through changing the common physical presentation of the characters as well as the direction that these characters are given.  To make the characters stand out as individuals, a departure should be made from the black and red, or more current black and pink costumes used in most productions.  Roy Berko makes the following comment about the production concept of The Vagina Monologues:  
The production concept is simple.  There are three women, sitting on stools, dressed in nondescript clothing, reading their lines with the use of note cards.   The importance of The Vagina Monologues is what is said, not how it is performed… We don't need sets, costumes and special lighting to make the point...the dialogue does it all.  (par. 6)
The writer wonders if the dialogue really does “do it all.”  She argues that it would be more effective to see each woman in an actual costume such as a business suite or jeans and a tee-shirt.  More than three women should be used.  If possible, there should be at least one woman per monologue so that the audience sees as many different women as possible.  The idea of having all of the women sitting on stage at the same time should still be used because it will compliment the change in costumes: the audience would see a row of women dressed in clothes that represented their different backgrounds and interests instead of a unified row of women dressed in black and red.  Having the actors dressed in all black is a way to represent the common thread that unites all women: having a vagina; however, having a vagina is not the only thing that defines the women in this play.  The characters should be presented as individuals first, and as women second.  The goal of The Vagina Monologues is to promote equal respect for women, not to say, that, because these characters are women, they exhibit traits x, y, and z.   

Another change that should be made in the presentation of The Vagina Monologues is having the actors memorize their parts.  The writer recognizes Ensler’s attempt to show that this piece is not the “typical” drama by having the actors read from the script; however, seeing the actors read from a script is a constant reminder to the audience that they are distanced from the women who were interviewed: they are seeing something that has been scripted.  Seeing the actors present their parts without a script would bring more of a human quality to the production.   

In better describing how The Vagina Monologues could be presented with an emphasis on the individual, the following monologues will be examined: “My Angry Vagina,” “The Little Coochi Snorcher That Could,” and “The Vulva Club.”    

“My Angry Vagina”


In describing the need for individuality in The Vagina Monologues, it is important to work against stereotypes.  In this respect, it is important to avoid labeling what “type” of woman would express certain emotions.  When first reading “My Angry Vagina,” one visualizes a “tough,” “no nonsense” woman.  The problem arises when deciding what this “type” of woman would look like.  One solution would be to give her a more masculine look, such as shorter hair; she could wear pants to symbolize her power.  This approach is harmful on two levels.  The first being that it suggests that a woman has to dress/style herself like a man in order to be angry and assertive.  The second being that this undermines the idea that all women are allowed to be angry.  To combat these negative ideas, it would be interesting to see the actor who presents “My Angry Vagina” dressed in a completely unthreatening, “non-combative” costume such as a pink dress with a floral apron.  This image for many symbolizes the “stay at home mom” or the ultimate image of femininity.  Who is to say that overtly feminine women are not allowed to be angry?  Every woman, regardless of her background, is likely to have experienced the annoyance that is tampons, duck lips, or thong underwear.

“The Little Coochi Snorcher That Could”

In the script for The Vagina Monologues, Ensler states that the actor who presents “The Little Coochi Snorcher That Could” should be a “Southern woman of color.”  This idea suggests that only women who are literally in the minority come from bad homes.  It also perpetuates the idea that people from the South are uneducated and that rape would only happen in “a place like the South.”  In working against this stereotype, the actor presenting “The Little Coochi Snorcher That Could” should be the exact opposite of the stereotype: white with no Southern accent.
It would be interesting to give the actor presenting “The Little Coochi Snorcher That Could,” a naïve quality.  Because this character lost so much of her innocence at a young age, or rather, because she was not allowed to “grow up” like other children because she was raped and had a sexual encounter with a twenty-four-year-old woman, there would be elements of her childhood that would still be present in her personality.  Also, seeing such a wholesome character presenting a horrifying story would assert the message that the instances The Vagina Monologues is trying to prevent happen to individuals, not groups of people.    
“The Vulva Club”

In continuing the discussion on race, it would be interesting to cast the actor who presented “The Vulva Club” as a woman of color.  It would also be interesting to dress her as a successful business woman.  In reading The Vagina Monologues, one has the impression that, unless specifically specified, the monologues are meant to be read by white woman.  Casting a woman of a different race in this role would help to break this pattern and also show a successful woman of a different race who had a healthy, happy relationship with her husband and her vulva.    
Overall, the benefit of directing The Vagina Monologues in a more theatrical way, with attention to memorized lines and specific costumes, will help to present individual characters that the audience can identify with instead of a collective of women which may intimidate certain theatre goers, such as critics like Kevin Michael Grace.  It will also give the play a different feeling and keep some element of surprise in a show that has been performed for several years now.  
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